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Introduction: 

In 1995, the Srmthsoman Institute’s proposed exhibit of the Enola Gay on the 

occasion of the fiftieth anmversary of the use of the atom bomb on Hiroshima created a 

furor Veterans’ groups and members of Congress decned the antt-Amencan tone of the 

exhblt’s accompanymg commentary and its suggestions that the bomb was not needed to 

avoid a costly mvaslon of Japan.’ Revlslomst hstonans opposed the “cleansmg” of 

hlstory, called for a separation from emotionahsm, and argued for the necessity of 

confrontmg the fundamental queshons about Hxoshuna.2 In the end, the Snuthsoman 

removed the commentary At root, these “history wars” reflected a lack of national 

closure on questions about the use of the bomb. Revlslomsts contend that the use of the 

bomb can best be understood as an opening salvo m the post-war competition with the 

Soviet Union Tradmonallsts contmue to mslst that the bomb was used to speed the end 

of the war and to avoid the certam heavy loss of U.S lives which would have resulted 

from the planned mvaslon of the Japanese mam Elands Thu paper attempts to step away 

from the emotlonahsm and examme the legacies, assumptions and declaons whch led to 

the dropping of the atom bomb on Haoshuna August 6, 1945 It proceeds from the 
. 

notion that such weighty national secullty declslons are rarely matters of “either/or” but 

are more often the result of a complex mteractlon of person&ties, bureaucracies, 

perceptions and preferences. 

The House That F D R Bmlt 

Building a Bomb An analysis of the decision to use of the atom-bomb must begm 

well before the few short months between Truman’s sudden assumpuon of presldenhal 
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authorny and August 6,1945 The process actually began m the U.S. m the growing 

concern shared by a group of emigre scienhsts that German advances m nuclear fission 

would allow the Nazis to reahze the near-term development of an atomic weapon 

German advances m nuclear science from 1938 on convmced one such scienhst, 

Hungarian emigre Leo Sulard3 that an accelerated effort had to be made to develop a 

capability to counter the Nazi potenhal and, rf necessary, to respond to the possible use of 

an atomic weapon In then more expansive moments, the scienhsts also thought that such 

new and powerful weapons ultunately would contribute to development of an internahonal 

regime for nuclear control which could be the begmmng of a world government and end 

to war.4 However, the Nazi threat was more immediate and m 1939, workmg through 

Albert Einstein and Roosevelt confidant Alfred Sachs, Szllard obtained FDR’s approval 

for an exploratory program on nuclear fission. FDR estabhshed the Advrsory Commmee 

on Uramum and funded it with an start-up grant of $6000 5 Imtnil work was slow, 

impeded by a rmhtary skeptrcrsm regardmg the scienhsts’ clanns for the potenhal of fission 

and by the mcreasmg diversions of a growing war m Europe. 

The May 1940 German conquest of Belgmm gave the Nazis access to uramum 

supplies m Belgian Afrtca and spurred an expansion of the U.S. program In June, the 

Uranmm Committee was absorbed by the Nahonal Defense Research Council, giving the 

nuclear fission research a new base and better claim on scarce scienhfic fundmg.6 The 

program contnmed to focus on both the peaceful and wartime apphcatrons of fission. In 

1941, Brrhsh researchers’ conclusions that a that a uramum bomb could be constructed 

and the German launch of Operahon Barbarossa led to a shift m the US program’s 



emphasis to a concentrahon on weaponry. However, advocates of a fission weapon sttll 

had to overcome conhnued concerns that a weapon could not be dehvered m tune to 

affect the war and that development efforts would only &vert cnhcal sclenbfic and 

mdustrml capacihes and resources Bnefing the prospect of a nuclear weapon to FIX, an 

optmust~ Vannevar Bush, FDR’s Scienhfic Advisor, argued that the bomb “ could be a 

declslve mstrument, capable of wmnm g the war and shapmg the peace “’ 

In October 1941, FDR sanchoned a maJor research program to determine the 

feaslbtiv and cost of bu&%ng an atom bomb and placed the program under Bush FDR 
- 

understood the potential of the bomb and its possible use to “speed the end of the war, 

strengthen Amerrcan power and mfluence the shape of peace “* He also understood the 

pohcy imphcahons and, true to form, restmzted pohcy declslons to a small Top Pohcy 

Group consishng of Vice President Wallace, Secretary of War Shmson, Army Chief 

Marshall, Bush and XDRC Ghan- Conant The program was to be kept secret from the 

enemy, the pubhc and most of the government, mcludmg then Senator Truman, and would 

be funded from a special source which the President undertook to secure ’ The sclentic 

commumty which had petitioned for the program would now be relegated to the Job of 

bmldmg a weapoh. This change &d not set well mt.h all. and partxularly not urlth &&u-d, 

who would contmue to struggle agamst the scienhsts abdicahon of responslblhty. shll, 

FDR’s declslon was made and m a httle less than two months, the Japanese attacked at 

Pearl Harbor The U.S was m the war 

The prospect of a German bomb contmued to dnve the U S program. Unbeknownst 

to the U S. and Bmxh, by June 1942 the Germans had determmed that an atomic bomb 
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could not be brought to bear in the war.” In September 1942, the War Department was 

given the responsibmty of btuldmg a bomb, and General Leslie Groves was selected to 

head the Manhattan Project and to organize the work of the scientists The investment of 

so large a porhon of nahonal resources (tilhmately $2 billron) m uncertain technologies 

and the possibihty of failure haunted the program until August 6,1945 As the war wore 

on, fear of the German threat would contmue to drive the program although thoughts of 

the possible use of an atomic bomb on Japan began to take shape as Germany weakened 

The Manhattan Project was about building bombs and the assumphon was that they would 

be used m war when ready. 

FDR’s msistence on secrecy became a key focus for Groves. Groves was charged to 

be watchful not only for German espionage but also for Soviet This charge reflected 

FDR’s acceptance of the necessity of an alhance with the Soviets, but also his Qstrust of 

them In December 1942, suspicion of the Soviets even led FDR to restrict the U S - 

Brthsh exchange on the nuclear program out of concern that an Anglo- Soviet treaty 

would result m a compromise of U S research.” Reassured by a furious Churchill, he 

overrode mcipient arguments from ms advisors about the importance of nuclear 
. 

independence excluding even the UK and reaffirmed U S-Anglo cooperahon In Quebec, 

m August 1943, FDR concluded an execuhve agreement with Churchill which provided 

that nuclear weapons would not be used against each other and that they would be used 

against third partres only by mutual consent Although scienhsts l&e Nals Bohr 

anticipated that nuclear weapons would contribute to the development a completely new 

world and the prospect for an end to war and, accordingly argued the necessity of 
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mformmg the Soviets,‘2 FDR also mslsted on a commmnent not to commumcate 

mformahon about the program except by mutual consent13 Exclusion of the Soviets was 

reaffirmed m UK/U S agreements of July 1944 for cooperahon m seekmg control of the 

ores necessary for an atormc bomb It was further affirmed at Hyde Park m September 

1944 by an agreement which rejected proposals to share mformahon tuned toward 

obtammg mtemahOnd control of atormc weapons. In spite of mtensive secunty measures 

surroundmg the Manhattan Project, by 1943 the prmclpal U.S. declslon-m&ers were 

convmced that the Sovlets were spymg on their efforts. Even with ths knowledge, as late 

as December 1944, neither Roosevelt nor Secretary of War Shmson thought the tnne had 

come to share mformahon with the Sovlets.14 Preservmg the mantle of secrecy would 

slow Soviet efforts and avoid brmgmg demanding Sovlets mto the nuclear partnership. 

The decision on sharmg informahon would be taken out of theu hands by Klaus Fuchs, a 

scienhst who was alarmed by the Nazi menace, attracted by the promise of commumsm, 

and convmced that European peace could only be assured If the Sovlets also had atormc 

secrets.15 

- 

Aerial Bombardment: Movement Toward Douhet U S opposition to the 
. 

‘mhuman” bombmg of aheS had been sparked by Japanese actions m Shangha m 1957 

and those of Spamsh Fascists m Barcelona m 1938 l6 Respondmg to Nau mvaslon of 

Poland m 1939, FDR called for a pledge by all governments engaged m hoshhhes to 

pledge not to undertake ‘bombmgs of clv&an populahons or of unforhfied clhes ‘A 

Although the UK repudiated its pledge m response to German bombmg of Warsaw, the 

UK and Germany &d not exchange bombmg rads until May 1940, followmg a Gennan 
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n t 

attack on Rotterdam. In response, the UK sent 99 bombers agamst ral and supply sites m 

the Ruhr and Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe to prepare a full-scale offensive agamst the 

Bntish homeland By late August, followmg an attack on Liverpool and a counterattack 

on Berlm the aenal campaigns had begun m full Technological and eqmpment hnutations 

drove both nauons to less accurate mght rads agamst large targets, cities Thus began a 

sh& in the Qrectlon of the use of strategic axpower dxectly agmst clv~han workers The 

logic of bombing factorres was augmented to include the logx of bombing the workers 

essential to makmg the factones run with the objechve of undermimng morale and the 

willmgness to contmue war 

Alliance poht~cs also contnbuted to the shft to greater acceptablhty of “CWIIXUI 

casualties. At first, strategic bombing was the only feasible offensive capablhty the UK 

could brmg to bear m support of the alhance As the war spread m Europe and the USSR 

carned the greater burden, reduction m the bombmg effort would undermme UK and U S 

credlb&y and weaken the arguments for delaymg the opemng of a second front l8 The 

U S focused on costly dayhght preclslon rads unti late m the war, wMe the UK’s 

Bomber Command contmued to find mshtunonal rationale and effectiveness 111 mght 

bombmg focused bn the “morale of the enemy clvll population and m partxular, of the 

mdusmal workers “lg In January 1943 at the Casablanca Conference, Roosevelt and 

Churchll agreed on the Bnhsh plan for conhnuahon of the aenal war of amhon and the 

effort to undermme enemy morale and fatally weaken capacity for contmued resistance. 

“Naus and Japs” had started the war and were flghtmg it m a dn-ty fashion, and FDR and 

Churchdl agreed that the Alhes had to respond with everythmg they had. Hamburg 
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would feel the blow and Dresden would follow later In the Pactic, once the &and 

hoppmg campagn had moved U S B-29s wrthm range of the home islands, so would 

Tokyo 

Unconditional Surrender* The final structural element of Roosevelt’s policy was the 

demand for uncondihonal surrender by Germany and Japan Although the pohcy was 

announced at the Casablanca Conference m January 1943, FDR had agreed as early as 

May 1942 vvlth his State Department that the war should be fought unhl Germany and 

Japan uncondrhonally surrendered. As Assrstant Secretary of the Navy at the end of 

WWI, and president at the outbreak of WWII, Roosevelt was well aware of the “stab m 

the back’ perspechve of German mihtarrsts and of its consequences Questioned on 

uncondihonal surrender at a press conference m 1944, Roosevelt commented “Pracncally 

all Germans deny the fact that they surrendered durmg the last war, but this tnne they are 

gomg to know it And so are the Japs r’20 

Crrhcs argued that uncondihonal surrender hardened the pOSihOn of nulrtarrsts and 

provided gnst for the propaganda rmlls, thus countermg campagns agamst enemy morale 

Yet uncondmonal surrender satisfied a need for a broad statement of ObJechves able to 

hold a fragile allied coahhon together. It also reassured the Soviets m their concern 

regardmg a second front Roosevelt resisted calls to define or clarrfy the term contendmg 

that “whatever words we nnght agree on would have to be modified or changed the first 

hme some nahon wanted to surrender.“21 Modlficahon would only undermine attainment 

of a lashng peace. shfl, even at Casablanca, Roosevelt indicated that uncomhtional 
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surrender Qd not nnply the destruchon of populahons, but of “philosophies based on the 

conquest and subJugaOon of other people “22 

Unconhhonal surrender was also of value m mottvatmg and holdmg Amencan vvlll 

and morale together It sahsfied a nahonal and democrahc need for a crusade to ~ustiy 

mvolvement Amenca sought lastmg resoluhon, an end to the horrors and menace of Nazi 

Germany In the Pacific, the Amencan psyche had also been deeply seared by Japanese 

achon m Chma and by the attack on Pearl Harbor As the war progressed, reports of 

show tr&, pictures of Japanese execuhon of pnsoners, and the Baatan Death March 

coupled ~th the mcreasmg costs of the island hoppmg campagn added support to the 

demand for uncondihonal surrender 

In February 1945, an a&ng Roosevelt met Stahn and Churchill at Yalta. Roosevelt 

rejected Churctill’s proposal to mvite the Sovlets to Join m the call for uncon&honal 

surrender He &d not accept the argument that confronted ~th such unity, Japan rmght 

seek some mihgahon of the full ngor of uncondihonal surrender. FDR doubted the 

Japanese would bow to the ulhmatum and would not wake up unhl thex islands had felt 

the “full weight of ar attack “23 Instead, at Yalta, Roosevelt negohated an agreement 
l 

which offered concessions m eastern Europe and the Pa&c to obtam a Soviet prormse to 

Jam the Pactilc war once victory was complete m Europe 

The House Completed:” Thus, FDR bmlt the pohcles which were Truman’s 

mhemance FDR’s legacies were many He decided to bmld the bomb and accepted that 

once developed the bomb would be used to speed the end of the war. The program of 

development would be an exclusive U S -Anglo partnersh-rp As the war m Europe wound 
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to a close, work on the bomb contmued as FDR and his advisors shifted then- attention to 

the Pacific Meetmg at Hyde Park m September, 1944, FDR and Churchill agreed that 

“when a bomb 1s finally available, it might perhaps, after mature considerahon, be used 

agamst the Japanese, who should be warned that thus bombardment would be repeated 

unhl they surrender ‘r25 

The Casablanca endorsement of the UK Bomber Command’s war of attrttton reflected 

U.S. declslon-makers’ qmet adJustment to the consequences of civ&an deaths. The 

adJustment was also reflected m the September 1944 estabbshment of the 509” Composite 
- 

Group, whose orders were to prepare for the debvery of the bomb on Japan. Fmally, it 

was reflected 111 LeMay’s March 1945 mcendiary bombmgs of Tokyo If need be, the 

bomb would be used to deal with the tenacrous Japanese nnhtansts and brmg Japanese 

comphance with the requirement of uncondihonal surrender Savmg Amerrcan lives 

would be a potent mcenhve 

In his decision to exclude the Soviets, FDR had also set the framework for 

consrderahon of the drplomahc possibrlrhes of the bomb Sovret pledges of assistance m 

Asia had been secured at Yalta based on a recogmhon of “Soviet interests ” Soviet 
. 

vlolatrons of the Yalta agreement added to FDR’s doubts about their reliability and to hrs 

mclmahon to move away from the use of “carrots” and toward reahzahon of some 

leverage from possession of the atomic weapon. 

Livm~ m the House that FDR Bmlt Truman and the Bomb 

Roosevelt’s sudden death thrust an unprepared Harry Truman mto the presidency 

Truman had httle sense of hrs predecessor’s handlmg of foreign affatrs and even less of his 
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mtenhons In the rmdst of cflsis and uncertam of his fOOhng, he inihally was dependent on 

Roosevelt’s team for advice and direchon With so little background and few pressures 

for reconslderahon, he was driven toward a reaffirmahon of the ex=tmg pohcles of an 

extremely popular president The iur campagn and naval blockade agamst Japan would 

conhnue as would the campagn brmgmg U S ground forces closer to the home Islands. 

On April 16, four days after assummg the presidency, Truman reaffmed the conumtment 

to uncon&ttonal surrender 26 mle recogmzmg the difficulty of the qmd pro quo 

approach, he would pursue compliance on the Yalta Agreement followmg FDR’s apparent 

mtenhon to harden tis response to Stalm’s demands, at least urlth respect to eastern 

Europe Beefed by Secretary Smson on Apnl25 on the detals of the Manhattan ProJect 

and the near-term, but shu uncertam, prospect of an atormc bomb, he offered no 

opposihon to the assumphon that it would be used Thus, bureaucratic momentum helped 

propel forward the plans for employment of the bomb agamst Japan The key decisions 

were not whether, but how the bomb would be used. The queshon of “how” became a 

tangle of many policy issues, none of which contra&cted the mhellted assumphons 

Invasion or the Bomb: A Self-Imposed Dilemma? By ApIll 1945 the long and 
. 

costly Pactic campagn had brought Allied forces wthm sting d=tance of the Japanese 

home islands The U S Navy had mounted an effechve blockade and Japanese freedom 

of movement was ml U S anpower dommated Japanese arspace and the March 1945, 

mcendlary bombing destroyed 16 square nules of Tokyo, tilmg a nummum of 84,000 

With the collapse of resistance on bloody Iwo Jima, the U S. secured bases from which the 
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shorter range U S fighters could provide cover for the B-29 rads On Apnl 1,1945 the 

U.S Tenth Army landed on Okmawa 

Japan faced a grave cnsls and many senior U S mihtary men thought her defeated and 

nearmg collapse. U S arpower advocates beheved Japan could be bombed mto 

submlsslon, wMe naval proponents believed that a conhnuahon of the blockade would be 

suffiaent, a view not shared by the Army 27 The mountmg toll of U S casualhes on 

Okmawa and the large scale use of kam&azes there foretold the consequences of a full- 

scale mvaslon of the home Elands 28 That same month the Sovlets announced their 
- 

mtenhon to termmate the Neutrality Pact ~th Japan. Beleaguered Japan, though bowed, 

was not prepared to surrender and showed no signs of willmgness to comply ~th the 

alhed demand for uncon&honal surrender Truman’s rejechon of ‘partml victory” m his 

ApIll 16 speech before Congress set the pohucal and m&ary objechve m the Pa&c and 

framed the U S. m&tary’s task 

Invasion. On June 18, at Truman’s request the Jomt Chiefs bnefed the President on 

the mvaslon plans In his taslung, Admiral Leahy, Truman’s mlhtary advisor, stressed that 

the President intended to make his decision on the campagn with the “purpose of 
. 

econonuzmg to the maxunum extent possible m the loss of Amencan IIves “*’ General 

Marshall and the Chefs bnefed a plan for a two phased mvaslon begmmng ~th southern 

Kyushu on Nov 1, followed by Honshu and the Tokyo plan m March.30 Convmced that 

the an campagn and sea blockade would be sufficient, Adm. Leahy argued that mvaslon 

would be unnecessary. However, the Chiefs viewed the June 8 decision m Japan to 

“prosecute the war to the bitter end” as an mdlcahon that Japan would have to be taken 31 
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Usmg exlstmg mformatton on hkely Japanese defenses, they anhcipated campagn losses 

of 40,000 dead. 150,000 wounded and 3,500 MIA Truman endorsed the plan but 

expressed the hope that “there was a posslbtity for prevenbng an Okmawa from one end 

of Japan to the other.“32 

Subsequent mtelhgence gathered from MAGIC intercepts of Japanese mtitary 

message traffic mdlcated a conttnuous mcrease of Japanese defense forces on Kyushu and 

an extensive trammg for kamkaze attacks at all levels By August, the Japanese had 

transformed Kyushu mto a defensive bashon, vvlth eshmates of some 600,000 solhers and 

satlors and 6-7,000 mcraft ready to oppose 650,000 Amencans. In reality, Japanese 

forces approximated 900,000 solhers and 8,500 ucraft 33 Truman and hB admors 

would not have msssed the imphcahons of tis bmld-up for their mvaslon plans 

The Atomic Bomb In 1942 FDR had orrented the U S nuclear program to rapid 

produchon of a weapon As Manhattan Project Director General Groves stated “The 

fact remams that the ongmal decision to make the project an all-out effort was based upon 

usmg it to end the war.” 34 The momentum of the project camed it forward In early 

sprmg 1945, Marshall gave Groves pemsslon to begm target selechon. As noted above, 
. 

Truman was beefed on the project by Secretary of War Shmson of Apnl25 and somehme 

earher by Secretary of State-designate Bymes. Ulhmately, the decision on usage was 

Truman’s and Groves reported that the President’s decision was “one of non-mterference- 

--basically, a decision not to upset exlshng ~lans.“~~ 

The costs of Okmawa were a daily fact for the new president and the bomb held the 

prormse of an avoidance of an even more costly mvaslon. To borrow from Bernstein, 
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given the pamohc calculus of the hme, there was no hesrtation about usmg the bomb to 

lull many Japanese m order to save Amerrcans 36 As the estnnates of numbers of 

defenders on the home &tnds rose, so too would the eshmates of proJected casualtres 

Consldermg possible political consequences, President Truman could 111 afford to forego 

the use of the atomrc bomb. The public would not have understood a presidenhal decision 

not to use a weapon m which the government had mvested $2 billion and wmch would 

save American Ives, as well as speed the end of the war. As Truman later put it, the 

“queshon was whether we wanted to save many Amencan hves and Japanese lives or 

whether we wanted.. . to wm the war by krllmg all our young men “37 By August, the 

MAGIC mtercepts gave evidence of mounnng Japanese defenses whrch would mean a 

conconntant mcrease m the costs of mvasion This would gve the President even less 

reason to queshon use of the bomb 38 Yet, even with the prospect of the bomb, the 

pohcy-makers remamed uncertam of its performance, of whether it could bnng Japan to 

surrender, and unsure of the support they would need and seek from Russia m endmg the 

war 

Ahemahvess* 
. 

Demonstration and Warning for Japan: Durmg his Apnl25 bnefmg on the bomb, 

Shmson urged the President to form a special committee to “develop recommendahons to 

the execuhve and legislahve branches when secrecy 1s no longer m effect “3g Stunson’s 

Interrm Commrttee (IC) comprrsed of hrmself, Secretary of State designate Byrnes, 

Assistant SecState Clayton, Navy Secretary Bard, and the sclenttfic team of Bush and 

Conant qmckly began to work on draft declarahons to be employed after the bomb fell. 
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Although “how” was not a part of the IC agenda, a meehng on May 31 bnefly consldered 

whether Japan should be warned urlth a non-combatant demonstrahon of the weapon 

The uncertamty of the technology, hkehhood of Japanese interference ~th a 

demonstrahon, and the strengthemng of Japanese resolve resulbng from possible falure 

led the group to reJect warning The IC essenhally endorsed the work of the Targetmg 

Committee which had been convened by General Groves two weeks earher. The 

Targehng Conmuttee had urged that the targets be places the “bombmg of which would 

most adversely impact the wdl of the people to contmue the war ‘+u The IC was 

unanunous m its conclusion that a smgle plane droppmg a smgle bomb without wammg on 

a city vvlth a vital war plant closely surrounded by workers houses would achieve 

maxzmum psychologxal effect 42 They bnefed Truman on June 1 and the President agreed 

that whle it was regrettable, the “only reasonable conclusion was to use the bomb “43 

On June 12, sclentlsts m the Chicago Metallurgy lab forwarded a recommendahon to 

the IC’s Sclentic Sub-Panel which urged a demonstrahon and warned that the mihtary 

advantages of use nught be outweighed by the “ensumg loss of confidence and a wave of 

horror and repulsion ‘A-I The Chcago scienhsts were led by Szllard, who m the aftermath 
. 

of the vxtory m Europe and end of the Nazi atomic threat was less certam that the bomb 

should be employed agamst Japan Arthur Conant, member of the IC, and Robert J 

Oppenheimer, who believed such matters were better left to the pohhcians, rejected the 

recommendahon advlsmg the Intenm Comnuttee that they could “propose no techmcal 

demonstrahon likely to bnng an end to the war r’45 At the tnne, techmcal uncertamty and 

senior-level acceptance of the IC consensus made reconslderahon nnprobable 
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The call for wammg did not fade Learmng of Japanese peace-feelers, Stunson shrfted 

hrs pOSihOn and urged war-rung before use 46 Assrstant Secretary of War McCloy made 

another plea for warnmg m a June 18 meehng47 and Under Secretary of the Navy Bard, 

behevmg Japan was lookmg for a way, out urged warmng m a June 27 memo.& Fmally, 

Sz~lard med one last moMed pehuon m mrd-July 4g These calls for advance wammg 

agam were reJected as enta&ng an unnecessary nuhtary nsk Instead, Shmson was set the 

task of developmg a warning followmg the use of the first bomb. 

Modifications to Unconditional Surrender: The Emperor and Peace Feelers: 

Concerns with a possible public backlash and wnh actrons wmch nnght strengthen 

Japanese resistance also nuhtated agamst recepuvrty to Japanese “peace-feelers” and 

ultnnately, agamst suggeshons to motiy “uncondmonal surrender” to accommodate 

concerns wrth the post-war status of the emperor. As noted above, uncondrhonal 

surrender had been lard out by FDR and had become the popular touchstone The extent 

of popular blame of the emperor was evldent m a Gallup poll taken m June 1945 m which 

33% of the respondents wanted the emperor executed as a war cnmmal, 11% wanted hrm 

rmpnsoned and 9% wanted him exrled, whrle only 7% favored his retenhon.” 
. 

Reaffirmation of the “simple” terms of uncondruonal surrender avoided pohhcal risks for 

an uncertam Truman. However m the months pnor to Hrroshma, the President Qd not 

cur-tat1 drscussron of possible modrficahon which mrght offer some guarantee of the status 

of the emperor 

Undersecretary of State Joseph C Grew was the most persistent and vocal advocate 

of guarantees for the emperor’s status. He argued such guarantees would speed surrender 
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and perhaps render mvaslon unnecessary Grew and Shmson together had worked a 

clanficahon m Truman’s May 8 VE Day speech which called for the “uncondmonal 

surrender of the armed forces,“51 however, Truman latter returned to the un-nuanced 

uncondihonal surrender Although Assistant Secretanes MacLesh and Acheson, who 

regarded the emperor as the mamstay of Japanese mdtansm opposed hnn, Grew broached 

the SubJect of comprormse with Truman m late May and, at the President’s dn-echon, 

discussed it. urlth Smson, Marshall, Forrestal and Adnural Kmg 52 All agreed that some 

modificahon rmght be necessary, but they also agreed with Marshall that it would be 

premature to announce a comprormse while fightmg conhnued on Okmawa 

On June 18, Grew agam saw Truman, who later adnutted that he thought 

uncon&honal surrender might drag out the war but was unwlllmg to take aChOn to change 

pubhc opmlon He postponed a declslon unti a more propihous tune, later deczdmg it 

would best be discussed at the Potsdam meehng 53 On July 2, Stnnson provided Truman 

his Proposed Program for Japan mcludmg a draft of a possible compronuse which would 

not “exclude a conshtution~ monarchy under her [Japan’s] present dynasty ‘r54 

Charactenzmg b proposal as “eqmvalent to uncondihonal surrender” Sbmson advised 

that the comproie might avoid the fanahcal resistance expected m the face of a U S. 

mvasion. 

Sworn m on July 3, Secretary of State Bymes was warned of Stunson’s proposal by 

Acheson and MacLelsh. Bymes referred the proposal to former Secretary of State Hull, 

who responded that it smacked of “appeasement.“55 In a follow-on opmlon telegraphed to 

Byrnes whle the Set State was en-route to Potsdam, Hull added that the Japanese rmght 



17 

P- , 

reject the comprormse even If it allowed the emperor to remam on his throne Hull 

warned that thy would strengthen the nulmu-~sts and that “terrible pohhcd repercussions 

would follow m the U.S ” He suggested that it would be better to swat the chmax of the 

au- campzugn and Russian entry mto the war 56 Hull’s advice coinaded vvlth Bymes behef 

that comprormse would not be tolerated by the pubhc 

The Jomt Chefs also opposed Shmson’s proposal although for tiferent reasons 

Revlewmg it at Potsdam, they shared Marshall’s concern that its wordmg could be 

construed to imply that Hu-ohlto would be deposed or executed. They favored a more 

general statement which would not remove the posslblhty of “usmng the authonty of the 

emperor to Qrect a surrender of the Japanese forces m the outlymg areas as well as Japan 

proper.“57 

Peace Feelers: Japanese efforts to explore posslblhhes for peace were pnmarily 

focused on the Sovlets and the hope of leveragmg Soviet influence as possible 

mterme&anes They beheved a Soviet brokered plan would be more favorable to Japan 

and Japan’s Ambassador sought m&cations of how far h= leaders would go m makmg 

concessions to the Sovlets5* Truman and his key advisors were pnvy to Japanese 

dlplomahc and itary traffic through the MAGIC mtercepts, whch revealed a flurry of 

nnxed signals regardmg possible surrender terms Analyst of these mtercepts was made 

more tificult by the amblgmhes of Japanese haragez--the art of saymg one thmg while 

meamng another 5g In general, the mtercepted MAGIC messages and reports from U S. 

ambassadors were not read as slgnalmg a clear Japanese vvlllmgness to make concessions 

necessary to meet U S demands Instead, the Japanese messages were interpreted as 

- 
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demonstrahng a conhnued wilhngness by some to move toward peace, a conmued 

tibmon by the matary and an inability to be spectic 6o 

At Potsdam, Stunson’s proposed comprormse was momed to thread the lme between 

a signal to Japan and a pohhcal Judgment of what would be acceptable at home The 

Potsdam Declarahon issued on July 26 reaffirmed the reqmrement for uncon&honal 

surrender and anhclpated a “peacefully mchned and responsible government estabhshed m 

accordance ulth the freely expressed will of the Japanese people.“61 It made no prowse 

regardmg the emperor nor &d it specfically address the peace feelers which were focused 

on bs retenhon and which fell short of Amencan expectauons of concrete m&cations of 

urlllmgness to surrender and accept the fact of defeat Domeshc and intemahonal pohhcs 

demanded amblgmty 

- 

The Japanese government responded to the Declarahon wth mokusatszf, a haragez 

which could mean a decision to vvlthhold comment, consider the Declarahon “unworthy of 

public nohce,” or to treat it with contempt 62 In the hghly charged atmosphere followmg 

Potsdam and m light of the successful test of the bomb on July 16, Truman and Bymes 

saw m mukztiatszz a confnmahon of their behef that peace would require use of the atormc 
. 

bomb. 

Playing the Soviet Card: At Yalta, FDR had supported the Soviets’ mslstence on 

concessions m Chma m order to obtam a promzse of Soviet entry into the Pacific war. 

Stalm prormsed entry w&n 2-3 months of VE Day, pendmg agreement to a pact raufymg 

Soviet mterests m Manchuna. At that hme, Soviet entry was considered essenhd to tie 

down the Japanese northern forces and decrease anhclpated resistance to the planned 
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mvasron. By Apnll945 when the Sowets informed Japan that they were termmatmg therr 

neutralrty pact, success m the U S sea blockade and an campargn and the uncertam 

promise of the bomb had reduced but not ehmmated the perceived need for Sovret 

assistance 

Truman assumed the presidency early m a reexammauon of the deal made wrth Stalm 

at Yalta. Clashes over the governance and boundanes of Poland, German reparahons and 

Balkan issues had stramed the alliance. Concerns over apparent Soviet ‘~olahons” of 

Yalta had led FDR to write Churchrll and state that the military SitUahOn would soon 

“permit us to become “tougher” than has heretofore appeared advantageous to the war 

effort 7763 While Shmson and Marshall cauhoned agmst a rupture with the Soviets, 

Truman was bolstered m his determmahon to get tough with the Soviets by his percephon 

that Stalm could be dealt wnh hke a “party boss” (a breed wrth whom Truman had 

experrence: More nuportant was the advrce of Bymes and Averell Harnman, 

Ambassador to the USSR, who urged him to stand up to the Soviets They were 

supported by General John Deane, Commander of the Mihtary Mission m Moscow, who 

mdrcated that the Soviets would enter the Pacific war when they able and urged the 

President to remam firn~~ Announcmg his mtent to end one-way agreements, Truman 

used his first meetmg with Foreign Mnuster Molotov to lecture the Soviets on Arnencan 

expectahons m terms that even Harnman thought harsh 65 

While Truman and Bymes wrestled ulth the hentage of Yalta, progress on the bomb 

conhnued Complying with its charter to consider nnpbcahons for a hme when secrecy 

was no longer required, the IC took up the cnhcd queshon of whether the Soviets should 
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be mformed about the bomb before its use agamst Japan. Anhcipahng Soviet 

development of a bomb vvlthm 4 years, Bush and Conant pushed for mfonmng the Sovlets 

to avoid a future arms race and bnng the atormc weapons under mtemahonal control. 

Thex argument flew m the face of the Anglo-Amencan monopoly cemented by FDR and 

was opposed by Groves, who countered that the Sovlets were not four, but twenty years 

behmd Persuaded by Groves whose argument was closer to hu own pre&sposihon, 

Bymes advised Truman that the Russians should not be told unti the first bomb had been 

lad successfully on Japan-66 
- 

Undeterred, Bush and Connant on June 21 persuaded the IC to reverse itself. The IC 

recommend that, should the occasion anse at Potsdam, the President should advise the 

Soviets m general terms -‘that we were workmg on this weapon and expected to use it 

agamst Japan” and should avoid offermg any ad&tional detals 67 Vlewmg the bomb as an 

enhcement to postwar mtemahonal cooperahon and potenhally nnproved con&Qons 

wlthm the USSR, Stunson agreed Bymes grudgingly agreed although he remamed 

concerned urlth a possible Soviet request for atormc partnershp and thought warning 

rmght push the Soviets to an early attack on Manchuna 68 He beheved that the U S. 

should keep ahead of the Soviets and use the bomb to put “us m a posihon to dictate 

terms for the end of the war.776g Although uncertam of the bomb’s potenhal as a 

diplomahc lever, m May Truman decided to postpone the Potsdam meetmg to rmd July, 

ostensibly to allow hnn to focus on the budget, but more likely to wat for the bomb.70 At 

the same hme, he hedged ha bets by announcing his mtenhon to secure Soviet entry mto 

the Pa&c warm71 
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Byrnes was perhaps the most concerned mt.h brmgmg the war m Japan to a close 

before the Sovlets could get too deeply involved He hkely was aware that m May the 

State Department had asked the War Department whether Russian mvolvement was so 

necessary that the U S. should abide by the Far East portions of the Yalta Agreement. At 

the tune, Sbmson had replied that the Soviets would enter of their own accord and on 

the= own schedule and that Russian ad would be “useful, but not necessary” If the U S 

lIlVildd.72 Bymes suspected Soviet mtentlons to get m on the peace after the U S. had 

camed the burden of the war Perhaps the most closely attuned of Truman’s advsors to 
-- 

the domestic pulse, he worned about the domestic pohtxal consequences of accedmg to 

the terms of Yalta, which would establish a Soviet sphere of mterest in Manchuna and run 

counter to the long-standmg Open Door pohcy m Chma. 

News of the successful test of the bomb encouraged Bymes In spite of the wammg 

that it nught not be enough to brmg Japanese surrender, Byrnes saw the test as offermg 

the prormse that at a rmmmum, Soviet mvolvement could be lnmted and more 

optimlstxally could be prevented altogether. Truman also believed that the bomb would 

make Soviet entry less crucial and shared Byrnes’ concern urlth the future of Chma. Stdl 
. 

uncertam, Truman went to Potsdam to secure all possible Russian assistance News of the 

successful test at Alamogordo made It unnecessary to offer concession to secure Russian 

entry, whch Truman believed would happen anyway The results of the test certamly 

contibuted to a strffemng of the U S, negonahng poslhon at Potsdam as evidenced by 

Bymes tougher stance on reparations and other European issues Buoyed by the success 
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Byrnes also encouraged Chinese Foreign Mmlster Soong to stand firm on the terms of the 

Smo-Soviet agreement.73 

On July 24, with Bnnsh concurrence, Truman casually mformed Stalm that the U.S. 

had developed a weapon of “unusual destructive force ” 74 Stahn replied that he was “glad 

to hear it and hoped we would make good use of it agamst the Japanese 7r75 It was not the 

kmd of exchange which Smson or the IC envlsloned. Instead, Truman’s casual approach 

was poht~ally expehent and anned at mtegratmg the complex mtentions to defer Soviet 

entry mto the war, reach some accommodation on Chma, preserve the ablhty to use the 

weapon as a tool for shapmg postwar reahties, and avoid a ticusslon of delis for which 

neither the President nor his key advlsors were prepared It may be argued that the detals 

were unnecessary Stahn knew of the U S program and mediately afterward directed 

that his leadmg nuclear physlcst would have to speed thmgs up 76 

In the final steps of this mtrrcate dance, Truman and Bymes with Bntish and Chmese 

concurrence decided not to mvlte the Sovlets to sign the Potsdam Declaration and 

informed the Sovlets of the contents of their declaration on Japan only two hours before 

its release whllle the decision reflected the general strffenmg of the U S. position, it also 
. 

mvolved a rejection of Molotov’s request that the Alhes formally mvlte the USSR mto the 

war Poht~ally, Truman and Bymes wanted to avold the appearance of askmg the Soviets 

for a favor 77 On August 8, the Soviet Red Army rolled mto Manchuna. 

A Ouestion of Moralitv: 

In Just and Unjust Wars, Mchael Walzer asks “Can solhers and statesmen ovemde 

the nghts of mnocent people for the sake of thex own communlty~“78 He responds that m 
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cmxmstances of “supreme emergency” the nnmmence of unusual and homfymg danger 

may require soldiers and statesmen to take achons that the convennons of war ban. He 

adds that “the mere recogmtron of such a threat is not itself coercive, it neither compels 

nor pernuts attacks on the mnocent as long as other means of fightmg and wnmmg are 

avdable “7g 

Usmg this crrtertd, Walzer acknowledges the technological reasons promptmg the 

Bntrsh decrslon to resort to area bombing but beheves the “nnmeasurable evil” of a Nazi 

trmmph and Great Bntam’s lack of another option before 1942 created a “supreme 
- 

emergency ” He crrucizes contumanon of area bombing beyond 1942 as unnecessary He 

holds that contmuanon was dnven by a unhtarran motrvanon to obtam a qmck and less 

costly victory Walzer also asserts that this ut&armn accountmg was at the root of the 

use of the atomic bomb on Huoshnna He contends that the bomb was used m spite of the 

fact that Japan was already defeated and neither posed an mnnment danger nor constttuted 

an remeasurable evil. Thus, he concludes that the use of the atorrnc bomb could not be 

Jusbfied as response to a condinon of supreme emergency *’ 

That Truman and his advisors considered the moral questrons was reflected m the 

President’s drrecdon on July 25 that the bomb should be targeted agamst nuhtary 

ObJectives and soldiers and sarlors.*r Yet the President also approved the IC 

recommendation that the bomb be used m a way to produce the greatest psychologrcal 

effect and overcome the Japanese wrll to contmue the war. Walzer contends that the 

ObJectrve of uncondihonal surrender created a self-imposed dilemma of invade or bomb, 

which underlay but could not ~ushfy an argument of necessity Yet it was thrs perceived 
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necessity which led to the U S calculanon of relatrve good/lesser evrl Truman and his 

advrsors were monvated a calculus wl-nch emphasized the number of U S and Japanese 

lives whxh ulnmately would be saved by avonhng a drawn out, potentrally more costly 

mvasion For Truman and most of hrs closest advrsors, and the public the war was a 

crusade. The US had fought for years agamst a Japan responsible for Pearl Harbor, the 

Baatan Death March and a mountmg toll m U S lives fightmg agamst an aggressor state 

FDR had committed the nation to a defeat of Japanese mihtansm. Perhaps Japan was not 

the evil that Nazi Germany was but it was seen as an earl and U S sacnfices called for 

defmuve results. War was total and the oblecnve was mihtary vrctory measured m terms 

of uncondmonal surrender of the enemy.82 

Given the uncertamties of demonstratron, the amblgmties of peace feelers (mtennonal 

and perceived) and the lack of assurance that even Russnr.n entry would obvrate the need 

for mvasion, the decision makers believed they drd face a necessity 83 Thus, for the 

decision makers the moral calculation was that use of the bomb would be the lesser evil 

As Snmson later wrote. 

The decision to use the aton-uc bomb was a declsron that brought death to 

over a hundred thousand Japanese No explanation can change that fact.. But 

thrs dehberate, premeditated destructron was our least abhorrent choice It 

stopped the fire rards and the stranghng blockade; it ended the ghastly specter 

of a clash of great land armres 84 

Even with this Justification some Amencans could not accept the decision. As 

social cntrc Dwight MacDonald wrote m 1945, “those who wield such destructive 
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power are outcasts from humamty.“85 For MacDonald and other crmcs hke Szrlard, 

the bomb had not been used as a weapon of last resort. Perhaps the acceptance of 

area bombmg and of the Tokyo mcendiary bombmg, nnxed with the concept of total 

war and the spn-rt of crusade, help to explam the decision Revrsromst who focus on 

nnssed opportumties and paths mtennonally not taken (modification of uncondiuonal 

surrender, peace feelers and Russian options) challenge the legitnnacy of recourse to 

the moral Justification of necessity. Those like Alperovrtz, who argue that the bomb 

was not directed agmt Japan, but agamst Russsa,86 remove any moral underpmmng 

from the decision and place it solely m the realm of cynical realpohti. This review 

has tned to demonstrate that the answer 1s gray rather than black or white Morahst 

may not be content with that color 

Conclusion: 

The Japanese response of mokusatszt to the Potsdam Declaration provided the fmal 

Jusnficanon for use of the bomb The stage thus set, on August 6,1945 the Enola Gay 

completed its nussion and the U.S ushered m the nuclear age. The Truman 

Admmistratron had not challenged the mhented assumptron that the atom bomb would be 
. 

used An uncertam Truman had rehed on a small, close circle of advisors, many of whom 

had been a part of the development of the bomb and of the consensus that it should be 

employed. The bomb pnmanly would be employed to speed the war and to save 

Amencan hves, a cause that took on growing importance as the MAGIC mtercepts rarsed 

estimates of the hkely cost of mvasion No president could have ignored this factor and 

the $2 billion price-tag and chosen not to use the bomb and expected to withstand the 
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domestic outcry once the bomb’s existence became pubhc Commitment to unconditional 

surrender Qd inure the dealon-makers to other posslbllmes. The amblgmty of Japanese 

peace-feelers and the perceived mtranslgence of the titansis further convmced dealon- 

makers of the necessity to employ the weapon for its psychological effect. Secondarily, 

use of the bomb also would delay Soviet entry mto the war and ad U.S. efforts to secure 

Soviet concessions, help preserve the Open Door, and provide a lever on postwar 

U S /Soviet relations. Ulhmately, Truman and his advisors perceived no cause to 

reexamine their mhented assumptions. The answers to the complex queshons wkch arose 

from Apnl through August 1945 served to rabfy the many choices made long before. 

The furor caused by the proposed display of the Enola Gay and by the Srmthsoman 

commentary vividly demonstrates that the U S has not come to a fmal ver&ct on the 

necessity of the use of the bomb and the underlymg, shll sensitive moral questions. 

Regardless of the reason for use, the chore smce has been to contam the potenual for 

nuclear weapons to become “death. the destroyer of worlds “87 The quandary was 

captured m a September 1945 memo from Stnnson to the President 

I thmk the bomb . constitutes merely a first step m a new control by man over 

the forces of nature too revolutionary and dangerous to fit mto the old 

concepts I Thmk it really caps the clnnax of the race between man’s growmg 

technical power for destructiveness and ti psychological power of self- 

control.. .hls moral power. ** 
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